The Plea of Insanity.
That the plea of insanity is much abused and often pressed in cases where it should never have been put forward, must be admitted. The odium which it has incurred on all hands is sufficient evidence of the fact. For much of this odium, we fear, the method of legal procedure and the medical profession itself are entirely responsible. It is not an edifying spectacle to see medical men arrayed on opposite sides of such a question as the sanity or insanity of the prisoner at the bar. There are no doubt many difficult and perplexing cases, and there will always continue to be differences of opinion with regard to degrees of irresponsibility; but, as a general rule, there ought to be no greater difficulty in the minds of medical men, with regard to the presence or absence of insanity per se, than exists in the diagnosis of phthisis or erysipelas. The truth is, that for scientific examination and judicial consideration of mental symptoms, the prison cell and the partisan atmosphere of a court of justice are the two worst places imaginable. Until some better arrangements are devised for the more thorough and calmer observation of individuals on whose part the plea of insanity is advanced, the plea itself will continue to be regarded with distrust; it will from time to time be successfully urged, in order to defeat the ends of justice; and, what is still worse, the irresponsible insane will occasionally be subjected to the same rigorous punishment as sane and more culpable criminals.
